ABSTRACT
Introduction
To what extent can we talk about recent and signifi cant changes in language assessment? Why have we studied and discussed assessment for such a long time and changes observed in school contexts have been so few? (cf. : Hoffmann 2005:67) . These questions have motivated us to investigate more systematically the role of assessment in both language teaching and teacher education processes. And in conjunction with the aforementioned questions, a new scenario has appeared for those who dedicate to education: the online environment, in which computer-assisted language learning (CALL) stands. And this scenario, inasmuch as it hosts proposals and practices for language learning, has also motivated our refl ections about language assessment in online contexts.
In this sense, speaking of evaluation in the context of distance education and in online environments consists of a challenge to those who believe in the potential of technology and see it as an ally in the teaching and learning processes.
With the increased opportunities for online interaction in various locations all over the world, the distance between users of a foreign language (FL) and the actual context of use of this target language 31.3 2015 ceases to be a limitation for interaction between people. This has resulted in linguistic-cultural exchanges, promoting greater closeness between peoples and awakening interest for foreign languages that were unknown until recently. As an example, we can highlight the status of the Portuguese language, which has gained recognized visibility abroad and optimization in initiatives for the learning of Portuguese in online environments. We could list several of these initiatives, however, due to the scope of this article, let us focus on investment of teachers and researchers in the fi eld of language teaching for viable projects with a focus on FL learning. Highlights from representing initiatives of this nature include the Galanet Project (Melo 2004) , in Europe, and "Teletandem Brazil: foreign languages for all, henceforth the TTB 1 project (Telles 2009 ). Although the Galanet project and the TTB project have departed from different principles and goals 2 , both promote learning Portuguese language through online resources. The TTB project is the investigation context of this study.
Considering teaching, learning, teacher education and online assessment, the investigation 3 reported here was guided by three issues mentioned in the current literature: 1. lack of recognition of the important role that assessment plays in the teaching-learning process; 2. the demand for adequate preparation of language teachers to deal with new information and communication technologies and 3. few studies on performance evaluation and on mediated interactions by means of online resources.
Based on the justifi cations mentioned so far, the aims of this study were to investigate the characteristics of oral profi ciency assessment in the context of language teaching-learning at distance, in the teletandem context; and aspects of PSOL (Portuguese to Speakers of Other Languages) with views to contribute with language teacher education.
1. Detailed information can be found in www.teletandembrasil.org 2. Galanet project (European programme Socrates, www.galanet.eu) is a cross-comprehension modality for the teaching of Romance languages, giving a priority to the comprehension competence, based on the proximity of the different languages of the Romance family (Degache 2003) . In the TTB project, pairs of either native or competent speakers learn each other's language by means of bilingual conversation . 3. The complete thesis is available at http://vbfurtoso.wordpress.com/Thesis-doutorado/ (Furtoso 2011).
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We propose specifi c objectives based on three research questions that guided our study: 1. How is Portuguese spoken in an online learning context characterized?; 2. How can we conduct oral performance assessment in the context of teletandem?; and 3. Which should the parameters be for the assessment procedures in the TTB project?
Information was collected within the TTB project by means of audio and/or video recordings of teletandem sessions 4 , questionnaires applied to teletandem partners; teletandem tracking sheets and fi eld notes made by researchers.
In order to present the results of the investigation mentioned above, this article is divided in three sections. In the fi rst section, we present the theoretical framework that supported our study. Secondly, we approach the methodology of the research. Finally, we discuss the results of the study and present our fi nal comments.
Theoretical Framework
An investigation about language assessment in a mode of telecollaboration as Teletandem, a virtual, collaborative and autonomous context for learning foreign languages that adopts the three principles of tandem learning: autonomy, reciprocity, and separate use of both languages (Telles, in this issue) , let us to explore its most varied asepcts.
After raising aspects considered relevant to the area of foreign language teacher education and the relationship with assessment practices mentioned in the introduction of this paper, we discuss specifi c issues in the area of PSOL, on the understanding that they need to be brought to this research in the light of the contributions already offered by other studies. Among the issues addressed in our investigation are a historical overview (Furtoso 2001; Furtoso 2005) ; aspects of teacher 4. "These sessions are voluntarily established by two speakers of different languages. They may or may not be native, they are not professional teachers, and both are interested in studying the language in which the other is more profi cient". (Vassallo and Telles 2006:2) . "They may be either chronologically subsequent to each other or done in two different days, but each part must be devoted to only one language (fi rst Tandem principle: languages must not be mixed)". (Vassallo and Telles 2006:5) .
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education (Furtoso 2001 (Furtoso , 2009 Cunha and Santos 1999, 2002; Grannier 2003) ; lack of studies in the area of PSOL assessment (Scaramucci 1997; Furtoso 2011) ; the Celpe-Bras Examination (Brasil 2006; Schlatter 1999; Scaramucci 1999; Cunha and Santos 1999) , descriptors of oral profi ciency assessment in the Celpe-Bras Examination (Schoffen 2003) and characteristics of the Portuguese language spoken in Brazil (Castilho 1989; 1990; 1998; Marcuschi 1986 , among others).
As an important agency of linguistic policy, the Celpe-Bras examination certifi es its candidates on their language profi ciency in Portuguese as a foreign language. The examination is elaborated and administered by the Brazilian Ministry of Education, and it is applied in Brazil and in a number of other countries worldwide. It is the only certifi cate in Portuguese as a foreign language recognized by the Brazilian government and it is compulsory for foreigners who wish to pursue undergraduate or postgraduate studies in Brazilian universities, as well as for professionals who apply to validate their foreign diplomas in order to work in Brazil.
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In a second part of the theoretical framework, language assessment is contemplated in its most diverse aspects: evaluation as an integrative element between teaching and learning (Scaramucci 1993 (Scaramucci , 2006 Hadji 2001) ; assessment of foreign language profi ciency (Consolo 2004 (Consolo , 2007 Brasil 2006; Shohamy and Inbar 2006a; 2006b; Schlatter et al. 2005; Schlatter 1999; Schoffen 2003; Dell'Isola et al. 2003; McNamara 1996) ; peer assessment (Consolo 2010; Saito 2008; Dochy, Segers and Sluijsmans 1999; Stefani, 1994) . To discuss the issue of online assessment, we resorted to the literature about distance education with some topics already identifi ed, namely: models of distance education (Gomes 2008) ; assessment in online education (Gomes 2009; Barreiro-Pinto and Silva, 2008; Silva and Santos, 2006; Rosa and Maltempi 2006; Garrison and Anderson 2003) ; the use of ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) in education and the concept of e-learning (Gomes 2005) ; the concept of telecooperation (O'Dowd 2007) ; the use of technology in language learning (Paiva 1999; Araújo 2007) ; feedback in interactions in virtual environment (Paiva 2003; Furtoso 2009 ); language learning in tandem (Cziko and (Garcia, 2010) . Although these studies have not been explicitly related to the area of Portuguese to Speakers of Other Languages, they discuss relevant issues about the context where the Portuguese is learned as a foreign language. In this sense, they have put questions to future researches to be developed by the ones interested in the area of PSOL.
From this framework, which supported the study, we report on the methodological procedures.
Research methodology
In Applied Linguistics, the area this study stands in, interpretative procedures have been a recommended methodological approach to achieve more valid research fi ndings and new insights in teaching and learning contexts.
Research results in Applied Linguistics have shown how complex it is to analyze the processes that involve human beings and their worlds. Therefore, what has been done is to study the situations under their specifi c conditions without intending to generalize the results obtained.
Concerning the aims of this study, the qualitative research paradigm (Chaudron 1988; Burns 1999; Bogdan and Biklen 1992; Erickson 1986 Erickson , 1991 and an ethnographic approach (André 2000) were selected to collect, analyze and categorize the data. The methods of inquiry were chosen due to the importance of taking into account the participants' 31.3 2015 views about the study object, including the researchers' views as well.
The information was collected in the scope of the Teletandem Brazil project (TTB), at the UNESP-Assis lab, by means of interviews, audio and video recordings of teletandem conversation, questionnaires, teletandem tracking sheets and fi eld notes. These instruments provided the researchers with important particular aspects of the teaching, learning and assessing in the teletandem context.
The Brazilian participants were Letras students from UNESPAssis and the foreigner participants were students of Portuguese at State University of Londrina (UEL), the institution of one of the researchers. In the data samples, presented in section 3, the participants are referred to as BP (Brazilian partner) and FP (foreigner partner). The study counted on four partnerships.
The data were categorized according to the contents obtained by means of each type of research instrument and analyzed with the support of the theoretical framework presented in section 1 of this article. The spoken language analysis, more specifi cally, was based on the textualinteractive approach of Portuguese spoken in Brazil (Castilho 1998) what, in fact, meant an innovative theoretical framework within the TTB project.
Results
In the chapter of the thesis that generated the data we discuss in this section of the article, the analysis was focused on both the development of the three phases initially proposed for the teletandem session, the conversation, the linguistic feedback and the self-assessment, and the learning and evaluation processes in the TTB project. The latter departed from the teletandem track sheet and from the implications of its use for the self and peer assessment, taking into account the features of the spoken Portuguese in the online context.
The results are discussed here according to the research questions proposed initially.
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The analysis of spoken Portuguese in teletandem sessions, which was incorporated into the categories derived from the analysis of the recorded data, was conducted on the basis of Linguistic theories about the Portuguese spoken in Brazil, as mentioned before.
The results showed that the construction of spoken Portuguese in teletandem sessions was featured by the presence of frequent stops during the conversation. According to the theories we based on, these stops are called parenthetical inserts (Castilho 1998). They can be noticed when the participants of a teletandem session stop what they are talking about to explain something, either linguistic aspects or other content, to their partners, that is, the partners co-construct meaning in order to go on and maintain the conversation.
For example, parenthetical inserts for clarifi cation of form and content, with the presence of phenomena like paraphrasing, corrections and repetitions, were present in the speech of the participants of our study.
The example below illustrates a parenthetical insert of form that occurred at the beginning of the teletandem session between a Brazilian partner (BP) and an English speaker, the learner of Portuguese (FP). The foreigner partner used English words, "high school", to express that he did not know how to say that in Portuguese, and such fact interfered with the development of a topic being discussed, about what BP had done over the weekend. Let us see how BP explained vocabulary to his partner: Once the foreigner partner had his doubts about the lexicon clarifi ed, the conversation made sense and the participants returned to the main topic of their interaction.
Other examples of parenthetical inserts for clarifi cation of doubts about vocabulary can be seen in the next two examples:
FP então (+) ahn:: como se diz agree"
[so (+) ahn:: how can I say agree"] ((the foreigner partner said the sentence in Portuguese but used the word "agree" in English)) BP con-cor-dar ((digitando))
[the Brazilian partner said the word in Portuguese and typed it] FP ok então eu concordo [OK so I agree] ((the foreigner partner used the word correctly in Portuguese)) (Partnership 4) FP ahn mas não sei se (+) ahn:: como como é (I would want) queria" queria" [ahn but I don't know if (+) ahn::how can I say "I would want"] ((the foreigner partner said the sentence in Portuguese but used "I would "like" in English followed by the appropriate word in Portuguese -"queria".)) BP sim (+) é correto correto queria"
[Yes (+) it's right right "queria"] ((repeating the appropriate word in Portuguese)) The examples above show these moments when the partners interrupt the fl ow of conversation about a topic other than language, in order to clarify form. These moments are important and necessary for the maintenance of the conversation, as they allowed for better learning and understanding of the language being used. The lack of explicit defi nitions or contextualization of lexicon, for example, could make the interactions less successful, especially if we take into account the importance of the lexicon in the construction of a text.
Moreover, the teletandem context allows the partners to share written texts and images to clarify vocabulary doubts through the resources available on the internet, as Telles (in this issue) contextualized. One example of this was found in the data that illustrate an occasion when a French partner could not understand the word "alça" (ring) from a written text they were reading and discussing during a teletandem session. The Brazilian partner tried to explain it orally, but when she realized her explanation had not been enough to help the foreigner partner, she showed her partner an image using internet resources, as we can see below.
The end of this part of the conversation, when BP and FP spoke about the image to illustrate the word "alça", is shown below: Besides the linguistic feedback, as shown in the examples above, it was observed the importance of fi lling the cultural gaps during the conversation, what the most profi cient partner in the target language usually does. Let us consider the following excerpt: MSN) This excerpt and other examples found in the data show how language and culture are associated in the language learning and teaching process. Sometimes the cultural feedback is motivated by the occurrence of linguistic features, sometimes cultural information motivates the development of the conversation so as to discuss language used according to cultural elements. Thus, the parenthetical inserts extend the scope of the clarifi cation of form and content towards further knowledge of the language and its culture, and even the use of communication tools available on the Internet. Therefore the quality of feedback on cultural aspects provided to one's partner is fundamental to the process of languages in the online context.
FP: éh:: na chácara do da sua tia (+) que tem" ((barulho do
We agree with Salomão (in this issue) that it is necessary to review the language teaching knowledge base regarding intercultural communication and the teaching and learning of culture, "which should spur discussions grounded in real world interaction and nurtured by technological tools, in order to generate the opportunity for dialogically undergoing experiences, such as the ones provided by telepresence in teletandem".
Taking into consideration the role of the feedback in the learning process, inserts like the ones presented before, clarifying both form and content, allow a more detailed and individualized follow up. Many times, this kind of follow up does not happen in face-to-face learning.
Considering that the feedback process is part of the evaluation practice, we now move our attention to the importance of the different moments of feedback for the development of the teletandem partners' profi ciency in the foreign language learned.
Based on initial conversations with the participants for data collecting and during a workshop on criteria for evaluating oral profi ciency offered to the Brazilian participants at UNESP-Assis, we realized that evaluation was somehow being left aside during teletandem sessions.
If we consider that the last two parts of a teletandem session 6 (50% of the interaction time) were meant to be dedicated to evaluation, including linguistic corrections, identifying the potential 6. As proposed in the initial project, a teletandem session was supposed to last on average two hours: one hour for each of the languages. Each hour should be composed of three basic phases: conversation about one or several themes (approximately 30 minutes) -partners talk about what they wanted or which was of common interest; linguistic input (about 20 minutes) -the most competent partner made comments on the use of lexis, grammar and pronunciation of his or her interlocutor; evaluation of the session (approximately 10 minutes) .
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of such process in teletandem could offer contributions for optimizing cooperative learning, once the assessment is part of the learning process and could have an important washback effect in the management of interactions.
The data from information obtained by means of questionnaires and by synchronous interactions conducted with teletandem partners showed that there was a tendency to perform linguistic feedback during the conversation, which was justifi ed by the students as a matter of time saving procedures. Recognizing that the moments dedicated to clarifi cations are necessary for the maintenance of conversation and the continuity of interaction, we noted that the context of teletandem had been reorganized, since practice had shown that the linguistic feedback during the conversation was more productive than if offered just at the end of the conversation, as suggested in the instructions for the participants.
We can relate the feedback mechanism in teletandem to formative assessment. This process allows teletandem partners to receive immediate feedback on their linguistic production, especially when feedback is necessary for the conversation to fl ow, making the process an example of contextualized and meaningful language learning. For features of feedback to writing see Aranha and Cavalari (in this issue).
As regards self-assessment, the results showed that there was an overlap between self-assessment and the so-called linguistic feedback phases, i.e. we observed that partners did not distinguish feedback from self-assessment and indicated linguistic corrections as the focus of both phases.
We believe that self-assessment has the function of diagnosing advances for each of the partners in the learning process, in addition to refl ecting upon specifi c diffi culties concerning interaction in teletandem, and trying to identify their causes. In this sense, self-assessment can resume what was discussed in the linguistic feedback phase, but needs to go beyond the purely linguistic issues, including issues concerning the cooperation from each participant, their engagement, the development of sessions, among other issues for which assessment can have a positive washback effect in the learning process.
31.3
Students seemed to be confused about what exactly they should do in each phase of a teletandem session, and they lacked preparation in order to carry out assessment. With a more solid formation on evaluation, the students could practice self-assessment, i.e. students need to learn to self-assess by referring to explicit instruments and criteria to do so. For the Brazilian participants in this study, future foreign language teachers, the task of assessing the other partner seemed to be even more diffi cult. This ratifi es the need for preparation for evaluation.
In relation to the assessment criteria, proposed in the document that accompanies instructions for teletandem sessions and analyzed in comparison with scales for oral profi ciency assessment 7 used in face-to-face evaluation contexts, the results of our study show that oral comprehension tends to be similar to face-to-face contexts for most participants, but production is more diffi cult. In addition, the interaction is more tiring in the online context, it demands more effort and therefore, for the interaction to be pleasant and to result in reciprocal partnership (we need both partners feel that the other participant is really striving to contribute to his or her partner's language learning), revealing one of the pillars of teletandem, that is reciprocity.
Another criterion that deserves attention is fl uency. When focusing on the online context, we observed frequent occurrences of discourse markers, which are less observed in data from studies on the Portuguese spoken in Brazil in face-to-face contexts. The presence of markers addressed to the listener, for example, can be justifi ed by the need of the interlocutor to mark presence and demand attention during synchronous computer-mediated interactions, which also justify the presence of lines shorter than those produced by interlocutors when sharing the same physical context and temporal dimension. Besides, 7. Some selected rating scales applied in four different contexts, with focus on the criteria and descriptors referring to assessment of oral production and comprehension, were analysed to support this study: the Celpe-Bras Examination (Certifi cate of Profi ciency in Portuguese for Foreigners), the EPO (Oral Profi ciency Interview) of the American Council of foreign language teaching, CEFRL (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) and the TEPOLI (Test of Oral Profi ciency in English). All of these rating scales and the bibliographical references for the tests and frameworks can be found in Furtoso (2011) , available at h ttps://vbfurtoso.fi les.wordpress.com/2011/09/tese_viviane-aparecida-bagio-furtoso.pdf there is a greater need for the listener to have support or monitor his or her interlocutor's speech through the use of markers such as ahã, uhn, I know, among others. Furthermore, we noted that other lexical markers such as Oi (Hi) and Alô (Hello) were used to check the interlocutor's participation, whether the interlocutor was still online, since silence, in an online context, can indicate technological problems or that the connection has failed. Examples of these markers can be seen in the following example: Marcuschi (1989) already pointed to a greater presence of conversational markers concerning the listener in relation to the analysis of a phone call. According to the author, "a phone call, the conversational markers from the listener (as a source of feedback) are important if only to check presence or attention" (Marcuschi 1989: 296) .
In teletandem sessions we observed that markers occurred both in interactions performed only by audio, as well as in sessions conducted by audio and video. This suggests that the video is not a 31.3 resource that favors the use of paralinguistic features (gestures, facial expressions) instead of purely linguistic items only, as it occurs when the interlocutors share the same physical space during an interaction, which reiterates the need for constant use of suprasegmental linguistic elements (voice raising, intonation, stretching, pauses) and segmental (non-verbalized emotions/ahn, uhn, lexical elements, propositions) . In this sense, when assessing oral profi ciency in online contexts it is important to observe the proper use of markers so that the conversation has a more natural fl ow. Therefore, we believe that the descriptor(s) targeted for fl uency should contemplate this specifi city of the language spoken in online context.
Other criteria, namely lexicon and pronunciation, were raised by the participants with little or almost no difference when compared to the face-to-face context, although in a holistic assessment, lexicon and pronunciation were considered to determine the quality of fl uency.
For Gomes (2009 Gomes ( :1688 , when using resources like Skype, "we are facing a trial scenario very similar to an occasion of an oral evidence or an oral presentation and discussion of a work performed face-to-face", which can justify the little difference between oral communication in the contexts of teletandem and face-to-face encounters, as revealed by the data analysis in this study.
The results obtained so far make us refl ect on the proximity between the face-to-face interactions and synchronous interactions enabled by means of contexts such as teletandem. In terms of evaluation, the teletandem environment also offers to the speakers of foreign languages a real context of language use, different from situations created by computer programs that allow language users to interact with a machine, a situation in which their profi ciency is evaluated without considering the unpredictability of the intervention of an interlocutor in language use.
Finally, we highlight the abundance and variety of features available in the teletandem context. The speech can be complemented by writing, through resources of the Internet and the use of online dictionaries, mainly in case of doubts in relation to the lexicon, spelling and pronunciation. Moreover, the topics can be expanded by means of the technical resources that partners can make use and the chance 31.3 2015 to provide to one another, within the same temporal axis, access to written texts, images, songs and supplementary information regarding the topics under discussion.
To conclude this section, it is important to say that during the investigation we, researchers and teletandem participants, proposed some changes, from the results presented so far, for the teletandem tracking sheet that was fi lled after each session by the teletandem partners.
From the results of our study, the act of fi lling out the tracking sheet is a way to develop learners' autonomy when learning a foreign language. The tracking sheet can be considered helpful mainly because it is supported by the two paradigms that focus on assessment. The fi rst one, self-evaluation, for being the mode of assessment that most values the concept of language for authentic communication, and language within the co-construction of theoretical knowledge, pillars underpinning tandem learning. The second paradigm, which focuses on evaluating the performance one's partner, help each participant to refl ect on his or her own learning objectives and can prepare, as so informed, teachers-to-be to work as foreign language teachers, in the case of Brazilian partners in the TTB project.
Final comments
By accepting the challenge of addressing innovative aspects in the area of language profi ciency assessment (Consolo 2006) , the study reported in this article aimed at identifying characteristics of the language used in the teletandem interactions, with focus on spoken Portuguese, and suggesting ways of optimizing the processes of language assessment and the education of language teachers.
As we consider the teletandem an online foreign language learning context as a meaningful way for optimizing the learning of both foreign languages in Brazil and Portuguese abroad, as well as a way to contribute with teachers education, we presented the TTB project as the main investigation context of this study.
Summarizing the results, we can state that the teletandem conversation is a linguistic and cultural interchange between Brazilian and foreigner partners powered by the feedback provided during the sessions. The partners' intervention to help each order in relation to linguistic and cultural aspects during the conversation is essential to contextualize and keep the progress of interaction, as well as to provide the support required in order to acknowledge and give attention to the interlocutor's speech.
Taking into account the features of the spoken language in online conversation, the characteristics of natural speech fl ow, described in language profi ciency assessment scales, should be more carefully investigated, mainly the linguistic aspects related to criteria such as oral comprehension, fl uency and interactional competence.
As part of the TTB activities, the teletandem tracking sheet showed to be a powerful assessment instrument to promote collaborative learning. The strength of this kind of learning and evaluation trigger was observed by the opportunities in providing the teletandem partners with a more formative feedback, supporting both the self-evaluation and the peer assessment processes. However, the benefi ts it can bring to a FL online context cannot be guaranteed unless students are capable of implementing assessment practices.
In the teaching perspective, evaluating the partner's performance was seen as a challenging activity in the teletandem context. From this, we conclude that: 1. Brazilian participants need to be prepared to teach Portuguese to Speakers of Other Languages (it is going to be reinforced through other studies in this issue, i.e. by Ramos, in next chapter, Carvalho, Messias and Dias and others); 2. teacher education practices in Brazil have not focused on discussions about assessment as they should (Aranha and Cavalari´s study, in this issue, reinforces it when suggests a gap on the teachers-to-be education concerning written feedback provision). In our opinion, evaluating can also help us to self-evaluate, as well as to offer a more appropriate feedback for our students.
This study raised additional thoughts about the role that the practice of teletandem -that is, to engage in synchronous interactions by means of computers, can assume as a parallel practice to what is done in the 31.3 2015 foreign language classroom. Both in Brazil and abroad, teletandem partnerships have been formed by students who are learning a foreign language in Brazil and the Portuguese language overseas. So why not take into account the practice of teletandem as part of the programs of school subjects? And yet, why not consider student production during teletandem sessions for assessing his or her language learning process? It seems that this has also happened as some partnerships were consolidated between Brazilian and abroad universities, as Telles (in this issue) mentioned. These practices deserve consideration, whose implications may contribute with knowledge about assessment in the online context.
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